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Global surgical care: directions for further research
In The Lancet Global Health, Yusra Shawar and col-
leagues1 assess the factors that have aﬀ ected the 
limited priority given to global surgical care in contrast 
to other areas of the global health agenda. The most 
important ﬁ nding of the study is that the global surgery 
community is fragmented and has little grassroots 
support, does not have a clear set of ideas about how to 
solve problems, and has faced challenges in attracting 
political attention from global health funders in 
comparison with disease-speciﬁ c initiatives.
Shawar and colleagues1 drew on public policy theories 
to analyse the strategic weaknesses of the global 
surgical community by use of process-tracing case study 
methods drawn from political science. This Article is part 
of a welcome trend of using research methods from 
other disciplines to gain greater analytical traction on 
the research questions one faces. 
The analytical value added of process tracing as a case 
study research method is that it focuses attention on 
within-case processes, enabling us to shed empirical 
and theoretical light on the causal processes that 
produce outcomes in particular cases.2,3 Process-tracing 
case studies focus on whether the evidence that we 
predict should be present if the processes functioned 
as theorised is actually present or not. This analysis 
requires the development of a set of clear hypotheses 
about what evidence should be present that include an 
explicit discussion of why this empirical material might 
be evidence of the causal process being present and 
functioning as theorised.
However, despite the strength of the research by 
Shawar and colleagues,1 any given process tracing 
case study can always be improved. In relation to this 
Article, the empirical tracing of causal processes could 
be strengthened further in future research, in particular 
by telling us more explicitly what empirical material we 
should expect to ﬁ nd if each part of the causal process 
was present in the case. For instance, how should we 
recognise a cohesive policy community empirically 
when we see it in a case? 
Even more importantly, future studies could more 
explicitly assess the inferences possible depending on 
whether we ﬁ nd the predicted evidence or not, thereby 
also enabling stronger inferences to be made. This 
assessment would involve explicitly asking whether we 
have to ﬁ nd the evidence in the case (ie, certainty of 
evidence in relation to theory) and, if found, whether 
the empirical material could be accounted for by any 
other plausible explanation (ie, uniqueness of evidence 
in relation to the theory). If the evidence is relatively 
certain and we do not ﬁ nd it, this enables relatively 
strong disconﬁ rming inferences about the theorised 
mechanism. By contrast, if the evidence is relatively 
unique to the theory and it is found, this enables 
relatively strong conﬁ rming inferences about the 
theorised mechanism. 
Furthermore, the inferences about the presence of 
causal processes could also be strengthened in future 
research by tracing the fate of a particular proposal 
(eg, a World Health Assembly resolution), shedding 
light on whether there is evidence of a cohesive policy 
community, strong leadership, and other factors 
in pushing a particular proposal through a policy 
process. Finally, future research could be even more 
explicit regarding how diﬀ erent sources were used as 
evidence, implementing developing norms of research 
transparency in qualitative case studies.4,5 
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